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Thousands of 
Britons in a range 
of professions  
have been involved 
in the 

world of 
performance, 
from Georgian 
pleasure 
gardens and 
Victorian 
circuses, to Edwardian music 
halls and 20th-century 
theatres. If your ancestor was 
one of them, this guide will 
help you to find out more. 

FOCUS ON

Performers
From actors and singers to dancers and musicians, our 
ancestors are lurking in the archives waiting for another 
opportunity to enjoy the limelight, says Anna Maria Barry
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The Drury Lane Company 
in A Run of Luck, 1886

The Victorian period 
was one of growth and 
prosperity. Industrialisation 
meant that cities boomed, 

and the middle class 
expanded rapidly. This 
created new audiences who 
were rich in both time and 
money, and the advent of 

rail travel meant that it was 
easier than ever for people 
to get to holiday resorts and 
entertainment centres. All 

of these factors combined 
to create an unprecedented 
demand for entertainment.

A quick browse through 
any 19th-century newspaper 

reveals the varied types of 
entertainments that were on 
offer. Theatre, opera, music 
hall and variety; circuses, 

magicians 
and magic-
lantern shows; 
travelling 
menageries, 
freak shows 
and boxing 

matches; mesmerists, moving 
panoramas and Wild West 
shows. There was something 
for everyone, regardless of 
class, gender or location.

 ‘The Victorian period created new  
 audiences rich in time and money’ 
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While well-heeled city 
dwellers frequented the opera 
houses and ballet theatres 
of London’s West End, 
rural audiences would have 
enjoyed circuses or touring 
musical troupes. Even quite 
small towns had theatres or 
music halls. 
This great 
entertainment 
industry 
employed a 
vast range of 
performers, 
as well as the 
impresarios 
and managers 
who organised 
them. Happily, 
many tangible 
traces of 
this world 
survive. If your 
ancestor was 
a performer, 
then there is a 
good chance 
that you will be able to find 
out more about them and 
their career. 

Check The Newspapers
The best place to start is with 
newspapers. Databases of 
historical newspapers are 
now available through most 
libraries, and findmypast.
co.uk has a huge collection 
(see page 66). Begin by 
searching for your ancestor’s 
name – but keep in mind 
that people often used stage 
names. For example, music 
hall star Vesta Tilley (1864–
1952), a celebrated male 
impersonator, was born with 
the far less exotic name of 
Matilda Powles. If you know 
where someone performed, 
you may be able to use this 
information to narrow your 

can sometimes be brief, but 
many newspapers gave quite 
detailed reviews of major 
productions – outlining 
the plot of a new play, 
for example. Individual 
performers are often singled 
out for praise or scorn. 
However, you can’t always 
take reviews at face value. 
Some newspapers were 

Samuel Coleridge-Taylor 1875–1912
The rich though tragically short life of a successful composer who has largely been forgotten

When we think of musical celebrities, we tend to 
think of singers and musicians. But composers’ 
stories are often just as interesting. One example 
is Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, who was born 
in London to a British mother and  
a father who hailed from Freetown  
in Sierra Leone. 

Coleridge-Taylor grew up in 
Croydon, where he was taught 
violin by his grandfather. After 
studying at the Royal College 
of Music, the young composer 
soon became a musical celebrity 
thanks to his trilogy of cantatas, 
known collectively as The Song of 
Hiawatha and written between 1898 
and 1900. Based on Longfellow’s 1855 
epic poem of the same name, they relate 
the adventures of a Native American warrior. 
Hiawatha became one of the most-performed 
choral pieces in Britain.

Coleridge-Taylor was acutely aware of his 
unusual status as a prominent black composer. 
He was actively involved in several political 

groups that campaigned for equal rights 
for black citizens, and he worked with 

many prominent civil rights activists. 
African-American audiences 
were particularly devoted to the 
composer, as they saw him as a 
beacon of hope during a period 
in which they were experiencing 
one of the nation’s worst periods 
of political and economic 
repression since the Civil War. 
Coleridge-Taylor’s sudden death 

at the age of 37 inspired a national 
outpouring of grief. Although his 

legacy has been much overlooked, things 
are starting to change as a new generation of 
musicians discover his thrilling compositions. His 
archive survives at the Royal College of Music.
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results down by including the 
name of a particular venue 
in your search. Perhaps your 
ancestor was very famous, 
and therefore appeared in the 
national news. Otherwise, 
you might have more luck 
with regional newspapers, 

which covered 
smaller-scale 
performances 
and local 
celebrities. 

Adverts for 
performances 
will alert you  
to the venue 
where your 
ancestor 
appeared, 
and 
you can 
then use this 
information 
to find out 
more. Many 
venues have 
surviving 

archives – either held at the 
venue (if it is still in business), 
or at a local records office. 
The V&A theatre archives 
(collections.vam.ac.uk) also 
hold extensive records of 
major regional theatres and 

most London-based venues.
An advertisement will also 

give you an idea of what your 
ancestor was performing – 
perhaps you will find that 
they were associated with a 
particular theatrical role or 
popular song that you could 
then go on to research. 

You will also find reviews 
of performances. These 

DID YOU KNOW?
Ticket prices can indicate 

what social class would have 

attended a performance. You 

can learn the equivalent cost 

in today’s money using this 

online tool: nationalarchives. 

gov.uk/currency-converter.

This striking poster was produced in 
1894 by the artist Aubrey Beardsley 

This engraving of a scene from Macbeth dates from the mid-19th century
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Playbill For London’s Theatre Royal, 1828
This promotional poster announces upcoming performances at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, Covent Garden

1Venue
If you know the name of 

a place where your ancestor 
performed, you can look to see 
if any venue records survive.

2Social HiStory
Theatrical memorabilia 

can offer fascinating insights 
into the age. For example, this 
playbill includes a note that the 
Dress Circle will no longer be 
lit by gas. Gas lighting came to 
the London stage in 1817, but 
some audiences were worried 
about gas escaping as well as 
the increased heat.

3Date of 
Performance

Use this to search newspaper 
databases for reviews. 
Depending on the publication, 
reviews might be published 
daily, weekly or monthly.

4 ProDuction
What was your ancestor 

performing? Sometimes the 
name of a popular song, play 
or act is given.

5creDitS
The more famous 

actors are listed at the top. 
A playbill may also reveal 
that your ancestor had a 
partner, or formed part of 
a troupe, providing more 
names to research to find 
out about their theatrical 
career. It isn’t just humans 
who have forged careers 
as performers, either. In 
Georgian Britain audiences 
flocked to see Toby the 
‘learned pig’, while an 
elephant called Jumbo was 
a star in the Victorian era.
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biased towards certain 
venues, while performers 
sometimes paid for a positive 
review – on occasion, 
even writing them 
themselves! If you 
know the date of a 
performance given 
by your ancestor, 
perhaps from an 
advertisement or 
playbill, then you 
can hunt for reviews 
by searching for 
mentions of a specific 
venue within the 
relevant date range.

Remember that 
national newspapers 
tended to publish 
reviews of major 
performances within 
a day or so, but 
local newspapers 
or journals may have been 
published weekly or monthly. 

If you are researching a 
performing ancestor, finding 
a biography can 
be like hitting 
the jackpot. 
These are often 
filled with useful 
information 
about an 
individual’s life and career. 
Newspapers often shared 
biographical profiles of 
performers, and your 
database searches might 

have located some of 
these. A top tip is to search 
newspapers around the 
time of a performer’s death, 

Expert Picks
The best three websites for finding records of your performing ancestors online

British Newspaper Archive
w  britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk
Also available via findmypast.co.uk, the 
British Newspaper Archive provides access 
to millions of pages of historic publications, 
including The Era and The Stage – both of 
which are rich in details of performers.

Search For Theatrical Ancestors (STAR)
w  ellenterryarchive.hull.ac.uk/star
This free website brings searchable online 
data together from a number of different 
theatrical archives across the UK, including 
the Ellen Terry and Edith Craig database, 
which contains about 20,000 items alone.

V&A Collections 
w  collections.vam.ac.uk
The V&A’s collections database allows users 
to view objects relating to performance 
of all kinds, including programmes and 
playbills. You can also search the Theatre & 
Performance Archives catalogue on the site.

there was so much coverage 
of her funeral in the press 
that some commentators 
compared her death to that 

of a minor royal.

From The  
Horse’s Mouth
Sometimes well-
known performers 
wrote a memoir or 
autobiography. If you 
know your ancestor 
shared the stage with 
a celebrity, check 
whether you can find 
any biographies as 
you may discover an 
illuminating reference 
to your ancestor. 
John Parker’s Who’s 
Who in the Theatre 
ran from 1912 to 
1972 and is rich in 

biographical detail on actors, 
directors, managers and even 
theatre critics. Reference 
libraries may hold a copy, 

and there is a 
1939 edition 
available free 
on archive.
org. Who 
Was Who in 
the Theatre 

(1912–1976) is a compilation 
of more than 4,000 entries 
from Parker’s work and can 
also be found on archive.org. 
High-profile performers may 

also appear in the Oxford 
Dictionary of National 
Biography (oxforddnb.com).

Performers have been 
widely photographed since 
the middle of the 19th 
century. Even before the 
advent of photography, 
however, engraved portraits 
of performers were featured 
widely in newspapers and 
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Trapeze artists dazzle the crowd in a Victorian music hall

because obituaries often 
contained detailed overviews 
of a celebrity’s career and 
personal life. The deaths of 

famous stars received a lot of 
press coverage, much as they 
do today. For example, when 
Shakespearean actor Ellen 
Terry (1847–1928) died, 

 ‘Portraits of performers  
 featured in adverts’ 
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ANNA MARIA 
BARRY is a cultural 
historian who specialises 
in 19th-century music, 
literature and art

 BOOKS 

A Biographical Dictionary 
of Actors, Actresses, 
Musicians, Dancers, 
Managers and Other Stage 
Personnel in London,  
1600–1800
PH Highfill, KA Burnim 
and EA Langhans
Southern Illinois 
University Press
This 16-volume work 
covers hundreds of early 
performers.

Nineteenth-Century 
Theatrical Memoirs
Claudia D Johnson and 
Vernon E Johnson
Greenwood Press, 1982
This useful reference 
work lists more than 400 
memoirs penned by British 
and American performers.

Who’s Who in the Theatre
John Parker
Pitman, 1939
The ninth edition of this 
biographical dictionary can 
be viewed on archive.org.

 WEBSITES 

NATIONAL PORTRAIT 
GALLERY
w  npg.org.uk
You can find thousands of 
images of performers in the 
gallery’s online catalogue.

OXFORD DICTIONARY 
OF NATIONAL 
BIOGRAPHY
w  oxforddnb.com
The ODNB is available 
through most libraries.

UNIVERSITY OF 
BRISTOL THEATRE 
COLLECTION
w  bristol.ac.uk/ 

theatre-collection
This is one of the world’s 
largest archives of British 
theatrical history. Search  
its collections online.

ResouRces
Take your research further
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TOP TIP!
From posters and press 

cuttings to postcards and 

sheet music, ebay.co.uk can 

be a surprisingly useful site 

for sourcing inexpensive 

theatrical memorabilia.

on collectible prints. In the 
late 19th century, there 
was a craze for cartes de 
visite – collectible postcards 
featuring photographs of 
famous people – and many 
of these survive in archives, 
including the collections 
of the Victoria & Albert 
Museum and the National 
Portrait Gallery (npg.org. 
uk/collections.php).

Portraits of performers 
also featured in adverts, on 
cigarette cards and, in the 
case of singers and music  
hall performers, on the cover 
of printed sheet music. You 
can sometimes find postcards 
and theatrical ephemera 
featuring lesser-known 
performers selling quite 
cheaply through specialist 
dealers and on auction sites.

There is a range of 
specialist archives that can 
help if you are looking 
for more information 
about a particular type of 
performance. For theatrical 
archives, check out the 
University of Bristol Theatre 
Collection, which holds a 
huge amount of material on 
historic thespians (bristol.
ac.uk/theatre-collection). Both 
the Royal College of Music 
and the Royal Academy 
of Music hold substantial 
music collections, as does 
the British Library – you 
can search their catalogues 
online at rcm.koha-ptfs.co.uk, 
ram.ac.uk/museum/collections/
collection-search and bl.uk/
subjects/music respectively.

Hall Of Fame
Several archives look after 
collections on music hall 
and variety performers. The 
Hudd Music Hall Archive at 
Suffolk New College has a 
searchable database of song 
sheets and posters (suffolk.
ac.uk/about/college-information/
hudd-music-hall-archive), while 
the British Music Hall Society 

holds its own collection, as 
well as hosting a very useful 
site (britishmusichallsociety.
com). Not all performers 
were singers, dancers and 
music hall artistes, however 
– some were altogether 
more unusual. John Nevil 
Maskelyne (1839–1917), for 
example, was a watchmaker 
turned magician. He 
made London’s Egyptian 
Hall ‘England’s Home of 
Mystery’, where he was in 
business for over 30 years. 
If you are researching a 
figure like Maskelyne, then 
the National Fairground 
and Circus Archive at the 
University of Sheffield 
holds material relating to 
many forms of Victorian 
entertainment, including 
magic shows, boxing and 
travelling menageries 
(sheffield.ac.uk/nfca). 

Rehearsing a play in London, 
c1901 – can you see your 

ancestor on this stage?


